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EpilepsyAttempts to diagnose diseases retrospectively in
some of our most remarkable ancestors proliferate
among clinicians. The pathography of Dostoevsky
constitutes a paradigm in this sense, with several
approaches to the subject having taken place in
recent times. Despite free access to the Russian
Archives following Perestroika and a continuous
scientific update on epilepsy, positive pathological
thinking1 in the absence of historical perspective
has often led to anachronism. In 1971 Temkin stated:
‘‘The genesis and nature of Dostoievski’s own epi-
lepsy is still a matter for debate.’’2 Subsequent
studies published since have revived a passionate
dispute held between Stefan Zweig and Sigmund
Freud at the beginning of the 20th century; the
former, admiring the way his Russian homonymous
made an intelligent use of epilepsy in favour of his
art;3 the latter, denying the existence of genuine
epilepsy inspired by his revolutionary psychoanaly-
tic theories through which he arrived to the con-
clusion that the writer suffered with ‘‘hystero-
epilepsy’’. According to his contemporaries he con-
sidered that the long term damage to the brain
epilepsy had presumably inflicted in the case of
Dostoevsky would be incompatible with such out-
standing intellectual achievements. On the other
hand, he conceded that a mind as bright as Helm-
ho¨ltz’s had been affected by epilepsy.4 In any case,
the more influential opinion of Freud prevailed over
the more romantic and still more lucid view of his
fellow-countryman. Consequently, in his encyclo-
paedic biography of Dostoevsky, Joseph Frankmakes
the following statement apropos of Freudian seque-
lae on the subject: ‘‘Lack of documentary evidence
is no obstacle to zealous Freudians. Dominique
Arban, in a supposedly scholarly study of Dostoevs-1059-1311/$ — see front matter # 2006 British Epilepsy Association
doi:10.1016/j.seizure.2006.11.003ky’s pre-Siberian years, simply invents a primal
scene out of whole cloth to support the Freudian
view. She depicts Dostoevsky at the age of seven,
awakened one night by his mother’s outcries, enter-
ing his parents’ bedchamber, and being struck down
by his first epileptic seizure at the sight of his father
beating his helpless and pleading mother. Not a
shred of proof can be offered to support this flight
of the psychobiographical imagination.’’5 In fair-
ness to the great Viennese neuropsychiatrist, the
above was the result of yet another deformation of
his more coherent interpretation.
A profound scientific knowledge in support of a
detailed historical background has allowed grounds
for further revisions by talented neurologists in the
second half of the 20th century, gathering not only
literary depictions of epileptic phenomena, as por-
trayed in several of the fictional characters through-
out Dostoevsky’s work, but also first hand accounts
from his contemporaries in addition to his corre-
spondence, to offer a more plausible contemporary
view on the subject. Thus, in 1984 Henri Gastaut
clarified his first impressions on Dostoevsky’s epi-
lepsy, asserting that the writer had a very ‘‘dis-
creet’’ temporal lesion causing immediately
secondarily generalized seizures,6 instead of a pri-
mary generalized epilepsy as he had previously
thought.7 Backed by an impeccably written article
by A G Voskuil,8 Gastaut had anticipated his con-
clusions earlier ‘‘At a symposium organized by the
Institut Nacional d’E´tudes Slaves de Paris to com-
memorate the one-hundredth anniversary of the
author’s birth’’.5 (Indeed it was the one hundredth
anniversary of the death of Dostoevsky, as he passed
away on the 28th of January 1881,9 not in 1891 as it
has recently been published possibly through a mere
mistake of transcription for its secondary sources
are reliable).10
Ulterior scientific speculations after Gastaut’s
second paper6 have struggled to shed more light
on the subject. For instance, Baumann et al. have
recently asked themselves ‘‘Did Fyodor M. Dos-
toevsky suffer from mesial temporal epilepsy?’’ in
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epilepsy on the basis of his bibliography, language,
and literary works’’, concluding that ‘‘many signs
indicate that — Dostoevsky — might have suffered
frommesial temporal lobe epilepsy’’.11 However, as
far back as 1963 Th. Alajouanine had already writ-
ten: ‘‘The description — Dostoiewski — afforded us
of his fits in his letters, his diaries, and what has
been said by his friends and relatives, allows us to
diagnose an epilepsy with lesions within the tem-
poral lobe’’.12 Ahead of their conclusions Baumann
et al. also state that ‘‘Gastaut first suspected a
temporal lobe epilepsy but later also discussed a
primary generalized epilepsy’’,11 whereas it should
have been written in the opposite chronological
order.
With a considerable discrepancy between biogra-
phical carelessness and far-reaching theoretical
superstructure (borrowing Temkin’s expression2),
Hughes returns to Gastaut’s hypothesis to assert
that Dostoevsky ‘‘had an idiopathic generalized
epilepsy with minor involvement of the temporal
lobe’’. As the author specifies ‘‘the discovery of
temporal lobe epilepsy in the 20th century led
epileptologists to believe that auras could be plea-
sant and even ecstatic’’.10 However, in the 19th
century John Hughlings Jackson had already
described ‘‘intellectual warnings of epileptic fits’’
including ‘‘super-positive states’’ with ‘‘increased
subjective consciousness’’ and even ‘‘pleasurable
sensations’’ in the context of ‘‘a particular variety
of epilepsy’’ originated in the right temporo-sphe-
noidal lobe.13 Hughes suggests that Dostoevsky
inherited the epilepsy from his father based upon
an ‘‘extremely vague’’ family history, as Rossetti has
put it,14 and goes on to adventure that ‘‘recent data
on the risks to offspring of epileptic fathers con-
firms that the etilogy of Dostoevsky’s epilepsy was
probably inherited (. . .)’’.10 Yet, there are no reli-
able references indicating that Dostoevsky’s father
had ever suffered from epileptic fits.
To paraphrase Temkin’s inaugural statement to
this letter, it would be fair to say that the genesis
and nature of Dostoevsky’s own epilepsy has turned
into a cul-de-sac debate. That is from a contempor-
ary scientific approach. From a historical perspec-
tive, however, not only does Dostoevsky provide us
with a detailed case history of the 19th century, but
it proves how literature has the potential to enrich
or even anticipate scientific views. Furthermore it
exemplifies how disease can be transformed into
art, as well as the therapeutic effect of the latter on
the former. Perhaps we ought to wait for novelists
such as Coetzee who likewise Zweig seem to haveunderstood ‘‘The Master of Petersburg’’ better than
science: ‘‘He stands before the Finn like an actor
who has forgotten his lines. The silence lies like a
weight upon the room. A weight or a peace, he
thinks: what peace there would be if everything
were to fall still, the birds of the air frozen in their
flight, the great globe suspended in its orbit! A fit is
certainly on its way: there is nothing he can do to
hold it back. He savours the last of the stillness.
What a pity the stillness cannot last forever! From
far away comes a scream that must be his own.
There will be a gnashing of teeth–—the words flash
before him; then there is an end.’’15Acknowledgement
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